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Sentence in Murder was `Light'

Dead Girl's Classmates are Angry 

Author: Rob Haeseler 

Students at Miramonte High School in Orinda, whose social acceptance Bernadette Protti craved, said yesterday she should be kept in prison for a long time. 

Protti, 16, was convicted of second-degree murder Wednesday for stabbing to death last June her popular classmate, Kirsten Costas, 15, a varsity swimmer and cheerleader. 

Contra Costa County Superior Court Judge Edward L. Merrill, who heard the case without a jury, refused to convict her of first-degree murder. He said premeditation had not been proved. 

``I was mad when I heard that - everyone was,'' said a girl who had known neither Bernadette nor Kirsten. ``Obviously it was premeditated. Five stab wounds? Come on.'' 

``To say that (murder) wasn't planned, I don't know what they're talking about,'' said Doug Jordan, 15, a freshman. 

Even if Protti remains in custody at the Youth Authority's Ventura School until she reaches the age of 25 ``it would be a little light for murdering somebody,'' Jordan said. 

``Life!'' demanded another student. 

The students' attitude seemed to confirm Protti's worst fears when she confessed to authorities last December. ``There are about 500 people who want to shoot me right now,'' she told investigators. 

A 17-year-old senior who said he ``grew up with Kirsten'' objected to a defense strategy that tried to make her appear less ingenuous by asserting she had smoked marijuana and snorted cocaine. 

``I don't think that's making Bernadette any more innocent by making Kirsten look bad,'' he said. ``It doesn't do the community any good either.'' 

All of the students interviewed yesterday said Protti would have a hard time returning to Orinda after prison. 

``I don't think she'll come back here,'' said the 17-year-old senior. ``I wouldn't if I was her family. I'd move a long ways away.'' 

Both adolescents and adults appeared to be frustrated by the complexities of the juvenile justice system. Some adults who were interviewed in downtown Orinda expressed the view that Protti would be imprisoned for the next nine years. Others mistakenly believed a first-degree verdict would have imposed a harsher sentence. 

Art Costas, Kirsten's father, said the sentence is ``the point everyone has missed. She's not going to prison, necessarily, until she's 25. She could get out, say, in three years. To me, that's not right.'' 

Costas voiced his appreciation of the district attorney's office for pursuing the trial and allowing the facts to come out. 

``It wasn't good for Bernadette,'' Costas said, ``but it showed her the intent of the law.'' 

Protti's attorney, assistant public defender Charles James, said the trial needlessly prolonged the humiliation of the defendant and her family. He offered five weeks ago to have Protti plead guilty to second-degree murder - a compromise the district attorney's office would not accept. 

The judge's statement that he hoped the trial had served a purpose more useful than ``entertainment'' provoked a strong reaction from parents in other parts of the Bay Area who saw the case as a tragic spectacle. 

``It was a double tragedy,'' said a Marin County housewife. ``I think these well-groomed women who raise their children this way are guilty too because they bring them up from infancy with designer clothes. They breed it 

- the emphasis on popularity. It made me cry, and I felt ashamed of being a woman.'' 
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